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The Ecuadoran government has declared a national emergency in the Galapagos, a 19-island
archipelago 1,000 km west of Ecuador's coast in the Pacific Ocean, following a devastating oil spill
from an tanker that ran aground less than one kilometer offshore. Meanwhile, environmentalists
blamed the government for contributing to the problem, and authorities have arrested the captain
and crew of the tanker.
The UN Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) declared the Galapagos
National Park, which encompasses 97% of the archipelago, a World Heritage Site in 1978. UNESCO
said it had been working for several years with the Ecuadoran government to expand the site to
include the waters surrounding the islands where naturalist Charles Darwin developed his theory of
evolution.
On Jan. 16, the oil tanker Jessica, carrying 912,000 liters of oil, ran aground near Puerto Baquerizo
Moreno, the Galapagos' capital and principal port on San Cristobal, the easternmost island. Three
days later, the ship began leaking oil when a pipe burst in the machine room. In the following days,
tanks carrying diesel and bunker fuel a heavy fuel used to power tour boats operating in the islands
leaked 547,200 liters of oil into the waters shared by tropical fish, pelicans, and sea lions. Within a
few days, the slick had covered 1,500 sq km and was affecting several bays on Santa Fe, Santa Cruz,
and San Cristobal islands.
Fabian Oviedo, spokesman for the Galapagos National Park, said on Jan. 20 that dispersants and
absorbents were being used to lessen the effects of the spill but that the fuel had reached Santa Fe
island, 60 km west of San Cristobal. "The part of Santa Fe most affected is the coastal zone of El
Miedo, populated by iguanas, sea lions, and birds like the blue-footed booby," he said.
On Jan. 23, the Jessica dumped the remaining fuel into the fragile marine environment after
pounding surf caused new breaks in the hull of the tanker, officials said. So far, none of the 10,000
giant Galapagos turtles have been harmed by the oil, but the currents are carrying the oil southward
toward one of the largest colonies of sea lions in the archipelago.
Galapagos National Park biologist Mauricio Velasquez said one long-term threat is that the fuel will
sink to the ocean floor, destroying algae vital to the food chain, threatening marine iguanas, sharks,
and birds that feed off fish and other species. "Near the Jessica, all the invertebrates are dead. Sea
urchins and fish are washing up on the beach,"
Fernando Espinoza, general secretary of the Charles Darwin Research Station in Galapagos,
said in a television interview Jan. 23. "Beyond that, we need another two weeks to monitor the
situation." The long-lasting impact of the spill remained unclear, though Fundacion Natura, a local
environmental organization, said it would have "irreparable" consequences.
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"Obviously, the longer it takes to remove this layer [of oil], the more the plants beneath the ocean's
surface will weaken or die, and the entire food chain will be altered," said Ricardo Moreno, director
of the foundation.

International response follows spill
A 10-member mission headed by the US Coast Guard and the US National Oceanic, and
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) arrived Jan. 21 to work with Ecuadoran authorities. "The
bottom line is, once oil gets out of a ship, it's virtually impossible to remove it or contain it on the
ocean," said Coast Guard Capt. Edwin Stanton. On Jan. 22, the Ecuadoran government declared a
national emergency. "For us, this is the equivalent of an earthquake," said presidential spokesman
Alfredo Negrete. Negrete said the state of emergency would allow the government to quickly
channel the funds needed for cleanup.
UNESCO Director General Koichiro Matsuura urged others to follow the US and send help to the
Galapagos. On Jan. 23, the Comision Permanente del Pacifico Sur (CPPS), which includes Chile,
Colombia, Peru, and Ecuador, joined the efforts to control damage from the spill. Who's to blame?
The clean-up mission will cost the economically battered Ecuadoran government a minimum of
US$500,000. Guayaquil-based shipping company Acotramar, which owns the Jessica, will be held
financially responsible for the damage, Cerbino said, though the ship lacks spill insurance.
Ecuador's Merchant Marine regulations do not require vessels carrying less than 2,000 tons of
hydrocarbons to have insurance to cover spills. Several officials said that the vessel became stuck
because its captain erred when entering the bay, confusing a buoy for a lighthouse.
On Jan. 24, Capt. Tarquino Arevalo and his crew of 13 were detained in Puerto Baquerizo. Formal
charges have yet to be filed. Authorities said convictions on charges of negligence and crimes
against the environment could carry prison sentences of up to four years. "I have requested
penalties of prison for the vessel's captain and for the company owners," said Environment Minister
Rodolfo Rendon.
But Hernan Vilema, San Cristobal's mayor, was critical of the government, accusing the
Environment Ministry of acting too slowly and the state oil company of caring more about its
losses than the contamination. "For me, they're the guilty ones, the government, the Environment
Ministry, and Petrocomercial," Vilema said.
Environmental activists also blame President Gustavo Noboa's administration for not acting
immediately when the Jessica ran aground, saying quick action could have prevented the spill. They
said that the government relied on information from the state-owned oil company Petroecuador,
which assured officials it had the situation under control even after the ship had begun to leak oil.
Petroecuador issued a communique two days after the tanker ran aground saying that its
"efficacious action" in collaborating with the Direccion de la Marina Mercante, the department in
charge of maritime security, had responded to the emergency. Nevertheless, the measures did not
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work, and the oil began to spill into the ocean, forcing Environment Minister Rendon to rush to the
area. After assessing the situation, Rendon asked for international help.

Spill is a warning
Fernando Espinoza, director of the Charles Darwin Foundation, said the catastrophe is a warning
that maritime regulations covering the islands need to be revised. "It has been confirmed that the
accident of the Jessica was the result of human error," he said. "What happens is that ships' captains
are not familiar with the entrance to the ports and ships run aground."
The spill was not huge by historic standards but "it could not have happened in a worse place,"
said Michael Ross of the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) in Washington, DC. "The WWF is extremely
concerned about the threat to wildlife in the Galapagos and believes that it is crucial for the
Ecuadoran government and the international shipping community to consider designating the
waters around these islands as a particularly sensitive sea area (PSSA)," said the communique.

Spill affects fishing community
The spill threatens more than the islands' fragile wildlife. Island inhabitants who depend on the
sea to make a living say the fishing is being destroyed. Rafael Rivas, director of the San Cristobal
fishing cooperative, said they would "sue the government and ask for reparations for the economic
losses caused by the spill." The two radio stations on San Cristobal, La Voz de Galapagos and Mar,
broadcast warnings from the park cautioning people not to eat fish or go in the water because of the
contamination, an alarming message in a community where nearly 700 of the island's 4,000 residents
are fishers who supply most of the food and commerce.
In recent years, the fishing community and conservationists have clashed as migration from the
mainland increased, threatening the fragile ecosystem. With fewer than 1,000 residents in 1950,
the Galapagos is now home to 16,000 people. To feed and employ the population, fishers have
demanded loosening regulations on catch sizes.
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